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application:	theory to  
culturally competent practice







Multiple-heritage couples are one of the fastest growing client populations 
in the United States. These partnerships are defined by intersecting ethnic, 
racial, linguistic, and religious differences. They are challenged by societal 
perceptions, stereotypes, and other pressures associated with being in a 
multiple-heritage pairing. This article discusses strengths in the multiple-
heritage union brought about by the understanding of diverse viewpoints. 
Finally, the article identifies specific strategies, such as couples relationship 
education, to resolve and confront inherent differences. 
Keywords: multiple heritage, multicultural, couples, counseling
Las parejas multiculturales son uno de los grupos demográficos de clientes 
de mayor crecimiento en los Estados Unidos. Este tipo de parejas se define 
por la intersección de diferencias étnicas, raciales, lingüísticas y religiosas. 
Sus miembros enfrentan desafíos a causa de las percepciones sociales, los 
esterotipos y otras presiones asociadas con tener una pareja multicultural. 
Este artículo discute los puntos fuertes en una unión multicultural, facilitados 
por la comprensión de puntos de vista diversos. Finalmente, el artículo iden-
tifica estrategias específicas, como por ejemplo la educación en relaciones 
de pareja, para resolver y afrontar las diferencias intrínsecas.
Palabras clave: multicultural, parejas, consejería
Research	 and	 clinical	 interest	 in	 couples	 counseling	 has	 burgeoned	in	the	past	20	years	(Messer	&	Gurman,	2011),	making	it	one	of	the	most	 popular	modalities	 of	 treatment,	 with	 approximately	 70%	of	
psychotherapists	seeing	and	treating	clients	as	couples	(Lebow,	Chambers,	





often	have	 recurring	maladaptive	patterns	of	 interaction,	 (c)	 couples	may	
have	a	long	history	of	conflict	and	hidden	agendas	within	their	relationship	
unknown	 to	 the	 counselor,	 and	 (d)	 couples	often	wait	 to	 seek	 counseling	
until	their	problems	are	profoundly	influencing	their	partnership	(Gottman,	
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In	this	article,	the	term	multiple-heritage individual is used to	describe	a	person	
who	possesses	“multiple	aspects	of	heritage,	including	race,	ethnicity,	religion,	
language,	gender,	and	national	origin”	(Henricksen	&	Paladino,	2009,	p.	xiii).	










than	biracial,	multiracial,	and	 interethnic,	 these	older	 terms	are	 the	more	
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influence	 relationship	 quality	 in	multiple-heritage	 pairings:	 (a)	 complex	









marital dissolution, stability,  
and divorce
Relationship	 stability	 is	 thought	 to	 be	 lower	 for	multiple-heritage	 couples	
than	for	same-heritage	pairings,	meaning	that	these	relationships	are	thought	
to	be	more	divorce	prone	(Negy	&	Snyder,	2000).	It	 is	often	assumed	that	
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due to the external disapproval of their relationship and the internal dis-
similarities	within	their	relationship	(Negy	&	Snyder,	2000).	Consequently,	
multiple-heritage	 couples	 are	 assumed	 to	have	 less	 relational	 and	marital	
stability	than	same-heritage	couples.
Building	 on	 these	 assumptions	 from	 previous	 research,	 Bratter	 and	
King	 (2008)	 investigated	marital	 stability	 and	 the	 likelihood	 of	 divorce	
in interracial couples and found that interracial marriages had higher 
rates	of	divorce	than	intraracial	marriages.	Similarly,	additional	cultural	
differences	 in	multiple-heritage	marriage	might	 lead	to	 increased	 levels	
of	 stress,	greater	 instability,	and	decreased	marital	quality	(Negy	&	Sny-
der,	2000).	Furthermore,	spousal	dissimilarity	relating	to	beliefs,	values,	




couple,	 and	 systemic	 consequences	 that	 affect	 relationship	 quality,	 levels	
of	dissolution,	relationship	stability,	and	the	 likelihood	of	divorce	(Killian,	
2003).	Opposition,	a	lack	of	support,	external	resistance	to	multiple-heritage	























the	definition	of	 infidelity	and	 their	 familial	and	cultural	positions	until	a	






Lewis	 et	 al.,	 1997).	 Furthermore,	 individuals	 entering	 a	multiple-heritage	
relationship with differing levels of education and socioeconomic resources 
may	find	an	imbalance	in	the	relationship	and	face	increased	levels	of	rela-
tionship	distress	(Lewis	et	al.,	1997).	

















and	potential	conflict	between	the	parents.	 If	 the	difference	 is	of	concern	
for	the	couple,	an	assessment	of	acculturation	and	cultural	salience	can	be	
important	in	understanding	and	treating	concerns	as	they	arise	(Frame,	2004).	


















honor	 as	 a	 cultural	 syndrome	 that	 includes	 a	 combination	of	 good	moral	
character,	integrity,	social	status,	and	reputation.	
Furthermore,	how	 individuals	 react	 to	partner	 violence	 and	 relationship	
outcomes associated with violence varies across cultures and within relation-
ships	(Yamawaki,	Ochoa-Shipp,	Pulsipher,	Harlos,	&	Swindler,	2012).	In	some	
cultures,	partner	violence	is	socially	acceptable	and	the	victim	of	violence	is	
praised	 for	 loyalty	when	he	or	 she	 remains	 in	 the	 relationship	 (Yamawaki	
et	al.,	2012).	In	other	cultures,	individuals	who	are	exposed	to	violence	are	




challenges of Multiple-heritage child rearing






should	 go	 to	 confession	 following	misbehavior,	whereas	 the	 other	 parent	
does	not	believe	in	religious	confession	as	a	disciplinary	action.	Conflicting	














































































assessMent and treatMent planning
Thus	far,	a	number	of	issues	have	been	outlined	that	affect	the	lives	of	multiple-
heritage	couples.	Many	of	the	suggestions	as	to	directions	for	the	counselor	
have	 to	do	with	assessment.	 It	 is	proposed	 that	 the	counselor	must	have	a	
somewhat	comprehensive	understanding	of	each	person’s	ethnic,	racial,	and	
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the genograM as a generic tool
One	of	the	reasons	that	counselors	and	clients	might	neglect	issues	related	to	
cultural	intersection	is	the	belief	that	one’s	own	family	is	normal	and	happy	
(pseudomutuality;	Wynne,	 Ryckoff,	Day,	&	Hirsch,	 1958).	 This	 inherent	
familiocentrism	and	hidden	ethnocentrism	of	each	member	of	 the	couple	
make	these	 issues	 invisible.	For	example,	couples	are	not	aware	that	when	
















and	 family	 values	have	on	 the	 relationship	 (Hardy	&	Laszloffy,	 1995).The	


















multicultural competencies and  




























its	 love	story.	The	counselor	can	make	 this	a	 formal	written	assignment	 in	
which	the	couple	writes	their	story	in	a	positive	way,	emphasizing	the	barriers	
they	have	overcome,	the	values	they	share,	and	what	keeps	their	relationship	





characteristics	 of	 culturally	 effective	 counselors.	The	fifth	 characteristic	 is	
that counselors engage in an eclectic approach so that they have access to a 
wide	range	of	counseling	skills	that	can	be	adapted	to	the	differing	lifestyles	
of	 clients.	 The	 integrative	model	 of	 couples	 counseling	 (Long	&	 Young,	
2007;	 Young	&	Long,	 1997),	which	 integrates	narrative,	 solution-oriented,	
and strategic theoretical elements and allows for the inclusion of techniques 
from	other	schools	of	thought,	has	been	used	with	multiple-heritage	couples.	
The	integrative	model	is	brief	and	is	designed	to	provide	a	pathway	for	those	
transitioning from individual to couples counseling in a systematic and 












tives	 to	 clear	 up	 family	matters	 that	might	 be	 affecting	 their	 relationship.	

















education	programs	may	not	 specifically	 focus	 on	 culture	 and	 spirituality,	










and	linguistic	diversities	in	counseling.	The	term	multiple heritage is offered as 




the use of the genogram and other tools are recommended for the purposes 
of	thoroughly	understanding	each	member	and	appreciating	the	couple	as	












Although	 caring	 and	being	 sensitive	 to	 culture	 is	 critical,	 so	 is	 learning	
how	to	work	with	couples.	As	in	the	case	of	group	work	and	family	therapy,	
an	individually	oriented	counselor	needs	knowledge,	skills,	experience,	and	
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